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criminal projects and having disseminated the letter of the
writer Belinsky, etc. ... is sentenced to eight years of hard
labor in Siberia." Nicholas I noted in the margin of this
document: 'Tor four years, the rest as a soldier." But he
demanded that his act of clemency remain secret.
On December 21, 1849, the prisoners still had no inkling
of the punishment that was in store for them. They were no
longer subjected to questioning, and the authorities refused
to make any specific statement concerning their case. They
thought they might soon be released.
On December 22, toward six in the morning, the young
men were awakened by the noise of steps in the corridor,
sharp commands, clicking heels, a sword sheath knocking
against a wall and finally the creak of opening locks. One by
one, the doors of their cells were thrown open; the prison
superintendent handed them their civilian clothes; the pris-
oners were led to the exit.
A blast of icy air struck Dostoevsky in the face. He
shivered with cold in the foggy light of the dawn. In the
courtyard stood a line of hired carriages about which the
gendarmes' horses pranced with a clatter of horseshoes and
jungling harnesses. Soldiers in blue uniforms darted to right
and left pushing the prisoners into the carriages.
"One in each cab!" someone commanded. Beside each
prisoner a gendarme took a seat. Then a brief command, and
the procession started, escorted by horsemen with drawn
sabers. The prisoners did not know where they were being
taken. Was it to hear the verdict? But then how could they
explain this endless trip, this strange detour?
"Where are we going?" Speshnev asked his escort.